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Abstract 
This paper examines the possibility of applying the principles of cultural sociology to the study of the history of education and 
training. Although research into the development of education and training in the recent decades has been quite sociological in 
character, most sociological concepts used in such studies do not adequately addresses the issue of culture. Existing studies are 
mostly based on utilitarian and materialistically oriented approaches. This is why we believe it is necessary to develop more 
culturally-oriented perspective that would offer appropriate analytical tools to study the cultural dimension of the development of 
education and training. In our opinion, the cultural sociology of J. C. Alexander with its concepts of cultural codes, narratives and 
metanarratives offers precisely this perspective. It is precisely these tools that we apply to four problems in the historical study of 
education and training. 
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1. Introduction 
Although the term culture appears frequently in educational research (Kaiser, 2005; Roberts, 1982) and the so-
called “cultural turn” (Bonell & Hunt, 1999) has attracted much attention of social theory (Alexander & Smith, 
2002; Brown, 1990, 1992, Clark, 2004; Sewell, 1992, 1999), the study of the historical dimension of education and 
training as yet has avoided applying an analytically anchored concept of culture. Therefore, the object of our study is 
to examine the possibility of using contemporary cultural sociology in the study of the history of education and 
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training. In this regard, we intend to first highlight the main shortcomings of current social science approaches to the 
study of the development of educational systems and educational institutions. We will then focus on how these 
shortcomings can be overcome by using cultural theory, already formulated by the American "neo-Durkheimian" 
school (Alexander, 1988, 1989). We are convinced that the "real" cultural theory, which would clearly accentuate 
the role of culture as a significant causal factor of educational phenomena, has not yet been sufficiently developed 
the case in the historical study of education and training. 
Like Anne Kane (2000, p 311, cf. also Geertz, 2000), we see culture as a symbolic system containing within 
itself the meanings through which people understand their experience of the world and on the basis of which they 
subsequently act. It is a constitutive structure of semantic disposition, which has a causal power in influencing 
historical events and processes. At the same time, culture operates especially through narratives which influence the 
values and attitudes of actors and through them the formation of individual and group identities (Somers, 1992; 
Steinmetz, 1992). †  This is why Kenneth Burke (1973, cf. Swidler, 1986) can venture to say that culture is 
"equipment for living", without which we are entirely helpless. 
Normally, it is believed that education and training produces culture in the form of the values and attitudes of 
pupils and students, just as it shapes their cultural identity, and this occurs in  both children (Alexander, van Wyk, 
Moreeng, 2014) and adults (Mezirow, 2000). Thanks to this, pupils and students take away from schools and other 
educational institutions beliefs about what is right and what is not or what their role in society is, as well as what 
they should and should not do. On this point, advocates of critical pedagogy emphasizes that through the activities 
of schools pupils and students become merely depersonalized components in the enormous machine of Western 
capitalism (Freire, 2000) or obedient self-managing workers and citizens in the neo-liberal political regime  
(Coffield, 1999). 
However, this does not exhaust the role of culture, since in just as an intense a way culture constitutes the area of 
education and training. People take on different positions and opinions about education and training. Through these 
activities, they then produce a collectively shared identity for educational institutions. The influence of culture thus 
clearly affects the way in which educational institutions operate: Why are some of them considered prestigious, 
while others are second class? Why are some measures in educational curricula deemed necessary, while others are 
widely rejected? Culture, therefore, is an important factor that shapes the education and training according to its own 
individual logic. 
In order to better understand the role culture has through such a non-reductive and analytical approach and to 
understand how cultural theory differs from other types of explanation, it is necessary to place the issue in the debate 
on the general theoretical background of social sciences. According to James Mahoney (2004) each general theory 
presumes the existence of postulates about the basics of causes and causal sequences of social phenomena. This kind 
of theory is, according to him connected with certain ontic signs - especially those that result in causality between 
social phenomena - and aims to present the "final cause" of social phenomena, i.e. the most immediate causal 
mechanism. 
All general theories according to Mahoney (2004, pp. 460-461) consist of two major elements. The first is the 
so-called "causal agents", which the author uses to mean the basic unit of analysis (i.e. what is studied), while others 
are so-called "causal mechanisms"‡; these represent the properties of causal agents producing causal effect - i.e. 
causality and other forms of connections (dependencies) in relation to the causal agents. 
 
 
† For the purpose of this study, narratives are understood to be stories that consist of a specific configuration of characters and events connected 
by a storyline. Thus conceived, narratives contain in themselves the symbolic significance of specific cultural codes which lead to an 
understanding of events and actors. We can then add that it is through "storytelling" that meaning is publicly shared, and thanks to which 
individuals can be seduced by arguments and modify their meaning (Kane, 2000, p. 314). 
‡ A causal mechanism in contemporary sociology means something other than causal sequence. Mechanisms are not the same as laws (Hedström 
& Swedberg 1998 Hedström, 2005, 2009), because they are not a simple combination of two variables (dependent and independent). Mechanisms 
by contrast, represent a plausible description of the relationship between the two phenomena which interact with one another - i.e. between 
explanas and explanandum. It is a more or less a detailed description of the action of one condition on another, within which are always 
accentuated the terms of their relationship, as well as their previous relations and retroactivity. Authors incline to this because what at one 
moment may represent the "effect" can be the “cause” at the next moment. Determining the causal mechanism is therefore necessary for an 
explanation of a phenomenon to be credible. A relatively simple and useful definition is offered by Poe Yu-Zu Wan (2011, p. 1557), who states 
that the mechanism is a collection of processes that occur within the particular system (and often also between systems), in which they arise (or in 
which their formation is blocked) are transformed or reproduce the structure of the system. We can add that the very concept of mechanism often 
refers to the metaphor of "machines" (Gorski, 2009), which is, however, flawed. The mechanisms should be seen as a dynamic link to another 
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The function of general theories is that they allow one to bypass the so-called "black-box problem." If there is no 
pre-determined means of connecting causes and effects in terms of determining the causal agents and mechanisms, it 
is very difficult to explain why there is some particular type of outcome or effect. It then especially not possible to 
know what independent variable/variables are actually at work at a particular point; in other words, we do not know 
where the roots of causality lie. Without the existence of some general conception of causal linkages, therefore we 
cannot meaningfully associate a cause with its consequences. This problem is solved precisely by general theories 
that allow black boxes to be filled (or at least make them more transparent) and thus make a selection of probable 
operating variables, and in the case of any empirical association between them to confirm what kind of causal 
connection there is (Mahoney, 2004, pp . 464-465).§ 
According to Mahoney (2004) there are five general theories: 
(1) Functionalist theory, the basic unit of analysis (the causative agent) is the social system and the causal 
mechanism for functional needs/requirements of the social system. Each phenomenon is then explained by 
the function it fills in relation to the whole. For example, what is the role of technical schools/lyceums in 
society? 
(2) Rational choice theory, in which the typical default unit of research is the individual or group actor, and the 
causal mechanism is the instrumental rationality of individuals or organizations. This type of theory focuses 
on rational strategies that actors and organizations choose in relation to their objectives and the context in 
which they are rooted. Such as, what educational path pupils rationally chosen in relation to the possibilities 
offered by a school system or level of schooling offers. 
(3) Power theory is, by contrast, a kind of general theory, which has a causal agent in the form of a so-called 
collective actor, usually in the form of a social organization or otherwise coordinated social groups - e.g. 
class. The role of the causal mechanism in this case is played by resources for which collective actors strive 
and which at the same time allow them to act. Sources of power, whether one regards these to be the 
ownership of the means of production (Marx, 1973), authority (Dahrendorf, 1969) or different types of 
capital (Bourdieu, 1998), moreover also determine an actor's position in the structure of social relationships. 
(4) Neo-Darwinian theory identifies genes as the unit of analysis and the causal mechanism to be contribution of 
genes to the so-called "fitness of the organism." In their actions, humans are de facto controlled by their 
genetic code, which models their behavior so that the organism achieves greater fitness in subsequent 
generations. Sociobiological theories most often rely on this explanatory mechanism (see, e.g., Wilson, 
1993). 
(5) Cultural theory uses semiotic practice as an explanatory mechanism, these affect the default unit of analysis 
in the form of a particular community, most often culturally related groups. This semiotic practice is then 
understood as the system of meanings that are shared by a particular community - whether it be material or 
an immaterial symbol, such as various forms of discourse. The creation and reproduction of these meanings 
then act as a macro/meso social factor in the behavior of the actors in this community. Cultural theory 
moreover differs from the previous general theories in that it is idealistic (Schudson, 1989) and not 
materialistic. 
Each of these approaches therefore grasps social reality in a completely different way, thanks to which they are able 
to reveal some of its parts. Together with Paul Feyerabend (2001) we can say that they are all general theories and 
equal in their foundation, because it is not possible to say a priori that one of these cognitive conceptions is more 
valuable than another. 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
 
entity that is constantly changing, and their interactions, including that of its outcome, is at least uncertain. 
§ The genealogy of the concept of the black box dates back to cybernetics and systems theory in the fifties. Today, authors using this concept are 
trying to resolve one of the fundamental epistemological issues of social science - how best to approach the investigation of complex social 
phenomena (Karger, 2012). Most sociologists (see, e.g. Hedström & Swedberg, 1998, p 9) work with the concept of black boxes in a very similar 
vein as James Mahoney; i.e. at first they treat the object of their investigation (the phenomenon that want to explain) as a "black box" which they 
subsequently seek to make transparent. To achieve this, they set among the inputs and outputs of the black box a mechanism or ontic model that 
explains the means by which these particular phenomena operate on one another. Thanks to the use of the proposed approach it is possible to take 
advantage of dispose some perceptual schemas for examining social phenomena (black boxes) as well as "building blocks" for their explanation. 
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2. Previous research: the use of general theories in the history of research on education and training 
The sociological approach which has been increasingly used since the 1980s in researching the history of 
education and training has been characterized by the fact that it has emphasized the role of certain general theories 
to explain the development of educational phenomena. Thanks to this it has been possible to overcome the one-
sided, purely historical approach, focusing in particular on: (1) the development of the pedagogical systems; (2) the 
stories of the great figures and reformers in pedagogical thinking; (3) or about some aspect of the transformation of 
the education system and curriculum. In this conception, the development of education is often reduced to changes 
in the number of students or to a list of the sequence of educational plans and policies. However, when social factors 
were used, mostly this did not serve to explain the changes in education and training and the structures thereof, but 
merely for their partial contextualization. ** The result was, therefore, that social factors were used only as a "label" 
or "backdrop", not as a consistently developed explanatory mechanisms, which Peter Hedström and Richard 
Swedberg (1998) considered the greatest sin of any social analysis. 
In contrast to such a position, the sociological approach contributes an emphasis precisely on general theory, 
which works with a variety of explicitly defined causal mechanisms and agents. In the study of education and 
training up to now primarily two of these approaches have been used: (1) power theory and (2) rational choice 
theory. Power theory in this case emphasizes the fact that the development of education and training is primarily 
conditioned by power conflicts that most often take the form of either a struggle between social classes or ethnic 
conflicts. Works in this field describe how various ethnic groups within the territory of a state promote the 
establishment of their language as the only language permissible for instruction, aiming to maintain their linguistic 
superiority or to reverse a situation in which their language is socially disadvantaged (see e.g. Hroch, 1999). 
Another variant using this type of theory consists of studies (Bourdieu, 1988) which show how the upper class tries 
to prevent access to some elite educational institutions, aiming to maintain their own dominance. In a second 
category, power theory can focus on the explanation of how the unequal distribution of resources leads to the 
construction of different forms of educational institutions - elite and mass, and how this affects the creation and 
reproduction of social inequality (see, e.g. Ewing, 2005; Macrina, McLaren & Hill 2010; Kelsh, Hill, & Macrina 
2010; Too & Livingstone, 1998). Rational choice theory is becoming especially popular in studies of education and 
training because it clearly captures the formation and functioning of the educational market in which the various 
schools and the actors move, and how these organizations and individuals in this market try to maximize profits 
while minimizing losses (see, e.g. Green, 2000). This has emerged as particularly urgent as the progress of 
modernity has been eroding traditional cultural structures such as religion, and in their place are emerging market 
structures which demand utilitarian behavior (Callon, 1998). 
This conception of research in our opinion is seriously limited in that it emphasizes only material phenomena 
and not the role of culture, which, as we pointed out above, shapes educational institutions according to its internal 
logic. We therefore agree with Philip Smith (1991, p. 105), who highlights the need to ask the question of how 
culture works in specific, concrete historical situations. The power theory is insufficient to explain the changes and 
development of educational systems and education, because in power theory the role of culture is reduced to class or 
other group ideology. This is why it is not able to describe why some class/social groups consider education to be of 
significant value, while for others it means nothing. Nor does it explain under what conditions the transformation of 
the educational system or how it operates is considered legitimate. It is cultural experience through various narrative 
forms that makes it possible to construct a positive or negative meaning for these phenomena, on the basis of which 
actors then act (Kane, 2000, p. 314). Similarly, rational choice theory greatly overestimates the strength of the 
market structures and utilitarian behavior. Not every act can be classified as calculating profit, therefore it is 
necessary to pay attention to how people act motivated by the different meanings they attach to certain educational 
paths or to education as such. It is also precisely these meanings which allow individuals to form their opinions 
sufficiently to be able to consider such behavior valuable or not. 
 
 
 
** As an exemplary case of such analyzes compare (Pokorný, 2003; Řezníčková, 2007). 
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3. Cultural sociology 
Contemporary cultural sociology seems to offer a suitable theoretical framework for the study of the cultural 
dimension of the development education and training offers contemporary. Its main exponent Jeffrey Alexander 
(1998, 2003, 2006, Alexander & Smith, 2002; Alexander & Reed, 2009) and other proponents (see, e.g. Baiocchi, 
2006; Connor, 2012; Jacobs, 2000, 2001; Jacobs & Smith, 1997 , Ku, 1999, Smith 1991, 2006), are concerned with 
how events, actors and institutions acquire significance through cultural codes, narrative genres and metanarratives. 
It is therefore a suitable tool for developing an integrated approach that would serve to explain the structures and 
changes in educational phenomena on the cultural plane. 
The approach of cultural sociology is based on the central argument that culture has relative autonomy 
(Alexander, 2003), which means that culture is not reducible to other factors (social and economic), nor is it merely 
an analytical dimension of society. Rather, it is an important semantic structure, and its impact both affects the 
meanings of social phenomena, and offers a repertoire for the creation of symbolic boundaries between groups, as 
well as helps to create their identity. For this reason, it stands out as a suitable vehicle to address the cultural 
dimension socio-historical phenomena. 
In terms of analytical tools, cultural sociology offers three types of analyzes that can be used to study the 
development of education and training. These are: 
(1) Cultural codes that represent basic units, e.g. words, terms, phrases, which create meaning (Geertz, 2000; 
Lakoff & Johnson, 2006; Smith, 1991). According to Alexander (2006, cf. well Somers, 1992) cultural codes 
work on a binary principle, which categorizes reality based on different meanings - positive and negative, the 
sacred and the profane. Three types of codes are most frequent. These refer to: (i.) the motives of the actors, 
(ii.) their mutual relations, and (iii.) institutions. While on the one hand, we encounter codes that indicate 
positive civic motives (e.g. activity, autonomy, self-control, rationality), positive assessments of relationships 
(open, trusting, unselfish, friendly and altruistic) and positive assessments of institutions (driven by rules are 
inclusive, impersonal, operating on the principle of equality). On the other hand, we also encounter cultural 
codes, which have a negative connotation. In the case of motives, for example, these include passivity, 
dependency, passion, uncontrollability or hysteria. The opposite of positive social relationships are 
relationships that are secretive, suspicious, self-centered, selfish and calculating. Institutions are in turn 
negatively depicted by codes, which denote arbitrariness, a significant focus on the power and an exclusive 
emphasis on hierarchy (Alexander, 2006, pp. 57-59). We may add, then, that all these codes, although they 
do not often present social reality in such an explicit form, they polarize statements about events and give 
them a specific meaning 
(2) Narrative strategy. This is the strategy of creating stories that work in different ways within a storyline. This 
produces a specific constellation of relationships between characters and events that are "causally linked by 
the plot" (Somers & Gibson, 1994; see also Kane, 2000). This is why Hayden White (2011) is willing to 
identify narrative strategies as "meta-codes", which carry a single meaning. Frederic Jameson (1981, 1984, 
1988) then goes even further when he notes that the narrative strategies are in fact epistemological categories 
that conceptualize reality and it is not possible to view them from the beginning as a neutral literary forms. 
Cultural sociology (see, e.g. Alexander & Smith, 1993), in this case mostly based on the conception of 
Canadian literary theorist Northorp Frye (1971), which divides the narrative strategies according to different 
genre types: comedy, tragedy, romance and irony. Each of these represents a specific configuration of 
characters, events and happenings, from which also follows and the resulting importance of social groups, 
institutions or events (see, e.g. Alexander, 2003, 2012; Jacobs, 1996; Somers, 1992; Steinmetz, 1992). The 
situation of university students can be depicted as a tragic story, described by a constantly worsening labour 
market. The development of national education by contrast may be shaped by means of a romantic narrative 
in which an originally subdominant group fought for and won their right to education, etc. In terms of 
historical analysis it is then possible to see how different types of narratives about specific events or 
institutions vary over time, or how different narratives vie for the dominant role in a society. 
(3) Metanarratives. Like Brian Connor (2012, p. 9), we believe it is best to conceptualize metanarratives as 
extensive and very general narratives that constitute the reference frame for events, actors and institutions. A 
defense for such a definition can even be found in the works of other authors who deal with metanarratives 
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(Lamont & Thevenot 2000, pp. 8-9; Sewell, 1992). Metanarratives then usually address large social groups, 
such as nations, and it is typical for them to describe the group as a member around which symbolic 
boundaries are built. We may add, however, that although metanarratives constitute the basic reference 
framework, sub-narratives always also contribute to creating such meaning. 
4. Cases using the analytical tools of cultural sociology 
The concepts and tools of cultural sociology offer a wide variety of applications in the analysis of the historical 
dimensions of education and learning. In this short study we demonstrate their applicability to four brief examples 
that point out the great potential of this heuristic approach. We chose these individual cases because of their 
diversity as well as for the fact that through them it is possible clearly demonstrate how it is possible to work with 
some of the analytical tools of cultural theory. 
The first case is that of the process of the secularization of education, which is typical of many European 
countries since the 18th century (McLeod, 2000). In this case, culturally-oriented analysis may help to discover what 
cultural codes the state adopted in justifying the decision to take over responsibility for education from the hands of 
the Church. From the perspective of comparative analysis, this need not consider the discourse/discourses in only 
one country, but should also to examine the extent to which these discourses varied among the various European 
states in the 18th and 19th centuries. Whether the states placed greater emphasis on negative codes that identify the 
Church as an institution which was outdated, obsolete or particularly exclusive and etc., or on the other hand if they 
focused on a positive description of the motives of the actors for the transition from a church-controlled to a state-
managed school system. Within the context of the legitimization of the transition it is then necessary to take into 
account what narrative strategies are used to describe it in the different discourses (state, civil or ecclesiastical). The 
question is if the secularization of education is depicted as a tragic decline of "real education" provided by the 
tradition-tested Church, or is described as a heroic struggle against an old and fossilized body of which must be 
transformed for the sake of progress. Last but not least, in the case of this type of analysis it is possible to follow 
which framework individual codes and narratives are moved into. Whether it is a “modernization narrative” about 
the transformation of the whole society, “the enlightened narrative,” about a society run according to reason or a 
“national narrative” that emphasizes national, non-religious definition of the population of the state. Within the 
context of the comparative conception of the study of secularization, the cultural approach then allows us to see how 
the above-mentioned cultural structures (codes, discourses, narratives) differed in cases where the secularization of 
schools took place, and in those where the process did not developed or developed to a much lesser extent. 
Focusing on social processes, however, does not exhaust the usefulness of cultural theory. It also makes possible 
a unique perspective on the great figures of pedagogical thinking, in whose works it is possible to reconstruct 
prevailing cultural codes and narratives. From the perspective of the development of educational theory it is possible 
to follow how the meanings attributed to the ideas of these theorists have change over time, or rather, how a 
particular problem, event or process is rendered by a variety of different thinkers. 
A third case is the rhetoric surrounding American educational reform. Following the Soviet launch of Sputnik in 
1957, resistance to conservative educational reform was identified as equivalent to defeatism in the Cold War, while 
the single-minded dedication to increasing the proportion of “hard” sciences in the curriculum to the detriment of 
the humanities was coded by the liberal wing as representing the militarization of society. This metanarrative has 
continued to the present day even after the fall of communism, with conservative educational reformers condemning 
the actions of teachers' unions as obstructionist and causing a decline in American power, while the left retorts with 
complaints about the commodification of education. 
The fourth case is that of the Erasmus (European Community Action Scheme for the Mobility of University 
Students) student exchange program. In this case, cultural analysis shows how the metanarrative of European 
integration as a driving force of post-modern cultural pluralism and economic advantage is contrasted against 
regressive nationalist, isolationist, and protectionist tendencies leading to disintegration and conflict. The program, 
along with the EU as such, is depicted as representing a forward-looking, pan European, supranational identity 
characterized by multiculturalism and respect for diversity against the divisive and intolerant nationalistic tendencies 
of the European past. 
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5. Conclusion 
The approach of cultural sociology represents a different type of heuristics, which has not yet been sufficiently 
exploited in the historical study of education and training. We are convinced that it can be seen as complementary to 
other types of theoretical approaches (general theories), which makes it possible to overcome their materialistic or 
utilitarian orientation. This makes it possible to assume that the development of culturally oriented studies of 
education and training could bring new insight into the issue, not only in terms of the reinterpretation of some 
sociopedagogical phenomena, but also in terms of initiating research in new areas of inquiry. Culturally oriented 
analysis actually makes it possible to deal with even non-standard historical sources (such as newspapers, fiction, 
etc.) that are not commonly used as a data source for historical investigation of the changes in education and 
training. 
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